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Abstract 


This article studies the “book,” or defter, of Yezidi seers in Northern Iraq. Following 
an oral religion in an Islamic environment where only “people of the Book” enjoyed 
legitimate status and social acceptance, Yezidis have developed various strategies to 
compensate for the absence of a written sacred book. The most unique among these is 
the phenomenon of “falling into book,” which refers to the altered state of conscious- 
ness experienced by some Yezidi seers. “Falling into book” provides the seer with a 
glimpse into both the past and the future, thus serving as a source of divination and 
prognostication, which ranges from addressing personal problems to foretelling the 
(usually apocalyptic) fate of the Yezidi community and the world. Thus the “book” of 
the seers is perceived to be a kind of “heavenly knowledge,” equal or even superior 


to the revealed texts of bookish religions. 
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The “book” of Kogek Dawid first appeared last year. Now he “falls into 
book”! every Wednesday evening and people go to his diwan to ask him to 


1 I translate the Kurdish idiomatic expression defteré keftin (the central topic of this article, 
extensively discussed below) as “falling into book” — that is, without the article before “book” 
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“‘look”2 for them when he “falls into book.” He sees so much in his “book,” 
not just the answers to our questions, but everything that will happen, 
even in faraway places. He knew all these bad things were going to hap- 
pen beforehand, he saw them in his “book.” 


This enigmatic statement was made by an old Yezidi lady talking about a kocek,* 
or Yezidi seer, who recently had “emerged” in her village in the Kurdistan 
Region of Iraq. Her words referred to the new seer’s ability to offer a progno- 
sis on what ailed her clients, as well as a prognostication for the community’s 
and the world’s future, while in a state of trance. 

The Yezidis, a Kurdish-speaking ethno-religious minority, have gained pain- 
ful fame in the past few years as the victims of the fanatical violence of the 
so-called Islamic State (or 1sts). Though the suffering of the community has 
lately attracted plenty of media and even academic interest, their unique cul- 
ture and religious system has received much less attention. The activity of 
Yezidi seers, who possess the gift of prognostication, is a topic that not only 
provides insights into Yezidi religious thought from a hitherto unstudied per- 
spective, but also reveals much about the social situation, preoccupations, and 
fears of common Yezidis. 

Though no official statistics exist, it is estimated that there are about half a 
million Yezidis. While there are smaller communities in Syria, Turkey, Armenia, 


usually required in English — to signal that the expression refers to an extraordinary, trance- 
like state without implying any concrete, physical book. 

2 The expression “to look” (nérin) is used to denote the act of divination, when a seer tries 
to answer the questions of a client (to “look” for a client) through communicating with the 
supernatural world. There is a difference (if not contrast) between “falling into book” (defteré 
keftin), or short “falling,” on the one hand and “looking” on the other. “Looking” is perform- 
ing divination for others (who usually even say in concrete terms for what problem they 
seek guidance). “Falling” is a form of trance; its main aim is not “looking” (i.e., divination for 
clients) but communicating with supernatural beings who send down all kind of messages. 
When “falling into book,” seers may receive answers to the questions of their clients, but 
this is not the primary aim and does not always happen. There are seers who only “look” (in 
essence, conduct a form of consultation sessions), and there are seers who only “fall.” Some 
do both. Sinjari seers do not fall at all (many Sinjaris do not even understand the meaning of 
“falling into book”), but they all “look.” 

3 In this article, I use the Kurdish Latin alphabet to write Kurdish words and names. A con- 
venient guide to pronunciation is found in Wikipedia, s.v. “Kurdish alphabets”, https:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurdish_alphabets#Comparison_of_Kurdish_alphabets. 
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Georgia, and these days also in the Western diaspora, by far the largest commu- 
nity of Yezidis is that of Northern Iraq. Iraqi Yezidis live in two geographically 
separate communities, both with their own, distinct traditions: the commu- 
nity of the Sinjar region, near the Syrian border (of which most members were 
displaced after the Isis attack on their villages in 2014), and the community 
east of the Tigris, in the Kurdistan Region and on its borders (usually referred 
to as Welati Yezidis, or Yezidis of the Homeland).* 

Yezidis refer to themselves as the People of Tawdsi Melek, that is, of the 
Peacock Angel, a divine being ultimately consubstantial with God. According 
to Yezidi mythology, at the beginning of creation, God brought forth the 
Seven Great Angels from his divine essence or mystery (sur), or light (niir).° 
The Seven Great Angels, also referred to as the Seven Mysteries (Heft Sur), are 
therefore the emanations of the Godhead. Following the first acts of creation, 
it is the Seven Great Angels, rather than God himself, who take an active part 
in the affairs of the created world. They (or their essence, sur) also repeatedly 
manifested themselves in human form as holy beings, or xas, to lead the people 
(that is, the Yezidis) on the path of true religion.® Of the Seven Great Angels, 
Tawutsi Melek, or the Peacock Angel, has a special role: he is the leader of the 
Seven Angels’ as well as the creator and protector of the Yezidis. According to 
Yezidi mythology, while the rest of mankind is from the union of Adam and 
Eve, Yezidis were created in a miraculous way by the Peacock Angel and are 
therefore his “nation,” set apart from the rest of mankind. Unfortunately for the 
Yezidis, the figure of the Peacock Angel was identified with that of the Fallen 
Angel by Muslims,® giving rise to the accusation that they worship the devil. 

Apart from the figure of the Peacock Angel, the Yezidi religion has another 
characteristic that has made Yezidis social pariahs and targets of violent per- 
secution: its lack of books — that is, of written sacred texts. For centuries, and 


4 The Sheikhan region, where most Yezidi villages are located, officially lies outside the politi- 
cal boundaries of the Kurdistan Region, but de facto it is under the rule of the Kurdistan 
Region Government. For more, see Savelsberg, Hajo, and Dulz, “Effectively Urbanized.” 

5 See Spat, Late Antique Motifs, 107-12. 

6 Spat, Late Antique Motifs, 13-23. There is no clear definition or classification of Yezidi holy 
beings, or xas, and Yezidis themselves may disagree with each other on this issue. However, 
on a general level it may be said that the most important holy beings of the Yezidis were 
the human manifestations of the angels or their essence, while other xas merely possessed 
keramet, or miraculous power bestowed by God or the divine realm. 

7 Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, 94-95. 

8 Besides the usual logic that all “religious others” are the followers of the Devil, the fact that 
the Peacock Angel indeed tricked Adam into eating from the forbidden fruit (albeit as a part 
of God’s plan) may also have contributed toward this misconception. See Spat, Late Antique 


Motifs, 147-57. 
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until very recently, Yezidi religious lore has been transmitted orally by religious 
experts.’ In an Islamic environment, which traditionally offers legal acknowl- 
edgement and protection only for the “people of the Book,”!? a lack of books 
equals a lack of real religion. This view was not only endorsed by the Muslim 
legal scholars of the Ottoman past or by the Islamist extremists of recent years, 
but is still held by many ordinary Kurds who otherwise bear no animosity 
toward Yezidis. The words: “Yezidis have no books, therefore they have no reli- 
gion” can still be heard quite often, especially among less educated people. The 
absence of revealed books makes even Yezidis themselves uncomfortable these 
days, with some of them complaining that it renders them vulnerable not only 
to the outside world but also to the loss of religious and historical knowledge. 

Some Yezidi religious experts, with a foot in both the worlds of the oral tra- 
dition and literacy-based modernity counter that the gewls, or sacred hymns, 
of the Yezidis are of the same nature and origin as the revealed sacred books of 
other religions. Qewls are referred to as “divine words” and as “the path of God,” 
which Yezidis have to follow. Sheikh Deshti, one of the well-known religious 
experts, responded in an interview posted online to those young Yezidis who 
say “where are our sacred books?”!! with the words “Christians have the incil 
[Gospels], and we, how many gewls do we have? Are not these gewls our sacred 
book? ... They are true religious knowledge [i/m], religious knowledge with 
God as its source.”!” 

However, this approach has failed to satisfy not only their Muslim cri- 
tiques but even many Yezidis, who feel that in order to be on equal footing 
with other, bookish religions, the Yezidis should also have real books. Over 
the years, Yezidis have developed various strategies that help them lay claim 
to the existence of divinely revealed books. Possibly, the most popular and 


9 For a detailed study of Yezidi orality and oral transmission, see Omarkhali, Yezidi Religious 
Textual Tradition. 

10 ~=©Arabic ahl al-kitab “people of the Book” (or “possessors of the Scripture”). In the Quran, 
this term denotes the Jews and Christians as possessors of the earlier revealed books. The 
use of this term was later extended to other religious groups. Vajda, “Ahl al-Kitab.” 

11 Desttr, a word Yezidis use in the sense of foundational text or canon containing “a set 
of rules and laws,” which would be like the Sacred Book of the bookish religions. See 
Omarkhali, Yezidi Religious Textual Tradition, 283. 

12 Sheikh Deshti (an expert in Yezidi sacred texts who has recently migrated to Ger- 
many), videotaped private interview posted to the Facebook group “Milete Ezidi 
@ O-@ Dine Sherfedin ¥ Zimane Ezdiki bernede**:” (https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 
49124.0771036644), mp4 video, 10:29 at 30 fps, 400 x 226, downloaded 8 August 2019. At the 
time of writing, the video was not available online anymore. 
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simple one is the assertion that the Yezidis do (or did) have sacred books, but 
that these are either carefully hidden from the prying eyes or they have been 
stolen (or destroyed) by the enemy. Such claims were already made at least as 
early as the nineteenth century, as reported in the works of Western travelers.!4 
It is worth noting that these elusive Yezidi sacred books are often imagined 
as existing only in one single copy. If this single copy is stolen, destroyed, or 
hidden, the community no longer has access to its sacred book(s). In other 
words, these sacred books are not conceived as much as sources of religious 
teaching, whose function is to help preserve and disseminate religious knowl- 
edge. Instead, they are thought of as objects of mystical power, whose mere 
existence validates a religious community. Furthermore, they are imagined as 
books holding all knowledge. This includes all scientific knowledge! as well 
as knowledge of the future — that is, they are also seen as books of prophecy. 
For example, one of the seers I met expounded how in the sacred Black Book 
(which she claimed was hidden in Syria) “all history is contained,” not only 
that of the Yezidis, but of all nations. By history, she meant not only what had 
already passed, but also what was yet to pass. These ideas probably reflect the 
impact of the Yezidis’ cultural environment, where the Quran has traditionally 
been believed to have foretold and predicted future events as well as scientific 
discoveries. The Quran has also been considered a source of healing and even 
a text with magical properties for the creation of amulets. It is obvious that the 
Yezidis’ image of their elusive sacred book was very much influenced by their 
Muslim neighbors’ ideas and use of the Quran. 

The second strategy to cope with the lack of books was to “create” sacred 
manuscripts. The nature and function of these “created” sacred texts were very 
much influenced by the perception described above of a religion’s holy books 
as powerful magical objects containing hidden knowledge and immense 
miraculous power. Unfortunately, there is no room here to enter into the 
details of such sacred books. Suffice it to say that, roughly speaking, they fall 


iz Tradition names two Yezidi Sacred Books, the Black Book (Meshefa Res), and the 
Splendour, or Revelation (Cilwe). On the alleged Yezidi sacred books and the appear- 
ance of their forged manuscripts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, see 
Mingana, “Devil-Worshippers,” 505-12, 518-26; Guest, Survival among the Kurds, 146-163; 
and Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, 14-15. 

14 Forbes, “Visit to the Sinjar Hills,” 424; Layard, Discoveries, 76-77. 

15 Several Yezidis emphasized that Europeans gained their scientific superiority from the 
stolen Yezidi Sacred Book(s). The Baba Sheikh, the religious head of the community, even 
told a journalist that the Yezidi holy book is “is in Britain. They took our book. That is why 
the British have science and education.” Totten, “The Beginning of the Universe.” 
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into two categories. The first consists of the Misirs,!© or sacred manuscripts, in 
the possession of pir families, one of the “priestly castes” of the Yezidis. These 
manuscripts, however, are “private” texts, belonging to certain lineages rather 
than the community itself. Furthermore, their primary function seems to be 
that of quasi-mystical objects of prestige validating the power and position of 
the pir family, not that of foundational sacred writs.!” It is also debatable how 
many of these Mistrs exist outside the realm of imagination, as most of them 
must “stay hidden.”!® The second category is that of the Book of Angel Sheikh 
Sin,!9 with perhaps half a dozen manuscripts in the possession of families of 
the Adani sheikh lineage. Unlike the Mistirs mentioned above, these are fre- 
quently perused, or, as the Yezidis say, “opened,” for the purpose of divination. 
The Book of Angel Sheikh Sin is “opened,”*° or consulted, to help petitioners 
with their problems and dilemmas and to create protective amulets for them. 
“To create one’s book” is a frequent expression used to describe this process, 
demonstrating the deep connection between the notion of the book and spiri- 
tual healing and divination even in an oral community.”! 

Finally, there exists among Yezidis a “book” which has no material or physi- 
cal reality but is nonetheless of great spiritual relevance as well as of social 
importance. This is the “book,” or defter,** of some Yezidi koceks, or seers, who 
are understood to communicate directly with the supernatural, when they 
“fall into book” (defteré keftin). This expression, “falling into book” refers to 
what in the academic literature would be called a trance state or altered state 


16 Kurdish often does not form plural word forms; therefore, I add an English plural-s in 
roman type after Kurdish words to signal their use in a plural sense. 

17. +The owners of the sole Misur in Iraq whose texts researchers managed to obtain and 
translate (Omarkhali, Yezidi Religious Textual Tradition, 61-62, 377-90) told me that it is 
read from only once a year, during a special holiday, but even this is a new development, 
as a generation ago no one in the community was literate. 

18 For example, a family allegedly possessing such a Mistr insisted that it can never be 
taken out of its hiding place and opened, as terrible calamities would happen. Omarkhali 
describes several similar cases ( Yezidi Religious Textual Tradition, 63-66). 

19 Kitaba Melek $éx Sin. Angel Sheikh Sin (Séx Sin) or Sheikh Hesen is one of the Seven 
Great Angels. For his (and his descendants’) association with books and writing, see more 
below. 

20  ~+#@A fitting expression, as the manuscript is often merely opened, but not actually read. 

7 | The Book of Angel Sheikh Sin will be discussed in more detail in my forthcoming article 
“From Sacred Earth to Qoranic Text: Emerging Literacy and New Techniques of Making 
Yezidi Amulets in Iraq.” 

22 According to Omarkhali ( Yezidi Religious Textual Tradition, 39—40), defter is used to refer 
to the hand-written collections of sacred poems created by religious experts for their own 
use. In my experience, defter is also the word used by the ilmi felek (astrologers or divin- 
ers) to refer to their magical manuscripts. 
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of consciousness. As shall be seen below, in this state seers may receive rev- 
elations from the divine world, which can be compared to divinely revealed 
sacred texts with respect to their source and nature. 


1 Yezidi koceks 


Koceks?? have long fulfilled an important spiritual and social role in Yezidi 
society. One could call them traditional healers, but their tasks are far more 
complex than this. People go to them not only when they seek help for physi- 
cal ailments and infertility, but also when they suffer from ill fortune, have 
family problems, run into trouble with the law, or are planning to undertake 
something that they consider risky and want to catch a glimpse of the future. 
Furthermore, in their role as direct links to the supernatural world, seers also 
provide spiritual nourishment. They are messengers of the divine who convey 
religious and moral instruction designed to keep the Yezidi community pure 
and intact. Even more importantly, some of them may also utter prophecies 
regarding the fate of both the Yezidi community and of mankind. 

Despite their relevance for Yezidi religiosity, there are no academic stud- 
ies dealing with koceks. Also, we have practically no written sources on the 
koceks of the past and how they fulfilled their role. This is not really surpris- 
ing, if we consider how meagre our sources on Yezidi religion are until well 
into the twentieth century. Most of the few available accounts were written by 
outsiders with scant knowledge of Yezidis and their religious customs. While 
toward the end of the twentieth century Yezidis started writing about their 
own religion as well as cooperating with non-Yezidi researchers, the topic of 
seers was not one to receive academic attention. This is, no doubt, because the 
newly emerging Yezidi middle-class has a rather ambiguous attitude toward 
koceks. While some of them talk about “parapsychology,” justifying the impor- 
tant religio-social role seers play in the traditional layers of Yezidi society, the 
majority considers seers as swindlers, a symptom of the “naiveté and back- 
wardness” of traditional society, and find the whole topic embarrassing. Due 
to the scornful attitude of school-educated Yezidis toward seers and the hostil- 
ity of the Ba’athist authorities concerning traditional practitioners of “magic” 
and religious healing,*+ the number of seers declined sharply toward the end 
of the millennium (and the few who remained continued their activity clan- 
destinely). After the fall of the Saddam government, however, seers started 


23 In the Welat region, female seers are also called fegra. 
24  Yezidis retell stories about Iraqi authorities arresting seers. 
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appearing again, leading to a veritable renaissance of koceks. In the 2010s, the 
number of seers practically multiplied from year to year, and crowds of people 
(including even non-Yezidis) flocked to them for advice.?° 

What enables Yezidi seers to communicate with the spiritual world is their 
possession of some supernatural ability or power. This is usually referred to as 
keramet (or kerem), a word derived from Arabic karama, meaning “miraculous 
power” or “the ability, as a charismatic gift from God, to perform miracles.” 
However, the way keramet is conceptualized, or rather the way its source is 
personified, shows significant regional variations. At this point, we need 
to emphasize the difference between the two communities of Sinjar and of 
Welat/Kurdistan, which over the centuries have developed their distinct tradi- 
tions. This also holds true for the ideas concerning koceks. The seers of Sinjar 
are in general believed to be cindars — that is, people who possess power over 
jinn (cin in Kurdish) and have their own jinn familiar(s).*° When they “look” 
(nérin) for their clients, they do so with the help of their jinn. Many aspects 
of their activity, including the use of numerology and creating magic charms 
for their clients, mirror the activities of Muslim religious healers, a fact some of 
them readily admit or even draw attention to. Sinjari cindar seers are certainly 
a very interesting phenomenon worth to be studied in its own right, especially 
as the cindar seers reflect the complex relationship between Islamic and Yezidi 
religious practices, and certain aspects of their activities as well as of their 
wondrous abilities are connected with the concepts of the book and of writing. 
However, in this article I would like to focus on another group of Yezidi seers, 
those of Welat/Kurdistan, who represent a uniquely Yezidi tradition: the tradi- 
tion in which some spiritually gifted individuals of a community that does not 
possess a Book communicate with the supernatural through a “book,” or defter. 


2 Possessing a delil and “Falling into Book” 


The keramet or miraculous power working in the Welati seers is manifested in 
a distinctively personalized form: that of the de/il or (supernatural/spiritual) 


25 On the plight and decline of seers due to state persecution and social changes in the last 
decades of the twentieth century and their subsequent renaissance following the fall of 
the Saddam regime, see Spat, “Akik k6nyvbe esnek’”” (123-127), which deals with the social 
role of seers and their rivalry with the “official” religious establishment. 

26 There are also some Sinjaris who are commonly referred to as koceks, but they basically 
function as religious healers. They usually claim their “hand was given a gift and kerem.” 
They do not perform feasts like the cindar, though the boundary between the two groups 
is a thin one. 
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“suide/friend.”’*’ The first kocek I ever talked with, Kogek Xwedéda (who had 
the unenviable task of trying to explain his spiritual calling to a bewildered 
outsider), gave the following clarification: “A kocek is someone who knows 
mysterious?® things. He has a delil, he talks with his del@l.” It is never clearly 
defined who and what the delél is, but there is general agreement that delils 
“are like the angels.” Though for some ordinary Yezidis (especially the younger 
ones) the difference between the delil and the jinn may not be clear, Welati 
koceks and religious experts are quick to emphasize that delils are envoys from 
the supernatural, divine world and can in no way be compared to jinn. Seers 
may also refer to their delil as xudan, a word that means “owner” in Kurdish. 
Xudan is not only used to denote possession in a material sense, but also spiri- 
tual connection between humans and the divine world. That is, Yezidis refer to 
the xas (holy being) considered to be the protector of their tribe (or village) as 
their xudan (owner). In the case of seers, the term xudan expresses the com- 
plex and very close relationship between the seer and the seer’s delil. The delil 
is not a servant of the seer; rather, the delil “owns” the seer who acts as its 
mouthpiece in the human world. As Kocek Xwedéda said: “Whatever knowl- 
edge I am telling you, it is all told by the delil, he [the de/il] tells it to you, it is the 
delil himself telling it, telling it to your questions; if it is not [from] the batin 
[ literally, ‘the supernatural, here signifying the delil], I cannot tell it.” 

It is the delil who chooses a seer, but the reasons for this choice are never 
explained. Most seers do not claim to have been more pious or versed in reli- 
gious lore than other Yezidis, though many of them do claim that they knew 
about being different or having a delil since young age. The delél at first makes 
its presence felt through various physical and mental afflictions, which may 
last for years. This is known as the period of cor, or suffering.*? The suffering 
is seen as a form of imtihan — that is, an exam or trial. It serves as a test to 
ascertain whether a person is worthy of becoming a seer and determines what 
abilities he or she might possess. Cor is also a tool used by the delil to force 
reluctant seers to accept their missions.*° It is also the delil’s decision when 
a seer is ready to “sit down” and “look” (nérin) for people — that is, to receive 
clients and answer their questions with the help of the de/il. When “looking,” 
a seer merely covers his eyes and puts the questions to the delil. This form of 


27  Delitl has several meanings. The more common one in Kurdish is “proof,” while it also may 
mean “friend” as well as “guide.” 

28 Xerib, “strange; something that is distant from our world.” 

29 This word cannot be found in any of the Kurdish dictionaries I consulted. Though Yezidis 
say it may refer to any kind of suffering, I rarely have heard it outside the context of seers. 

30 ~_— Initial reluctance to accept the mantle of a seer, as well as a period of suffering, is widely 
described of seers and “shamans” in various societies. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, 59-89. 
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communication apparently does not necessitate what we would perceive as a 
trance state. There are some Welati koceks who merely “look,” but others also 
“fall into book.” As Kocek Xwedéda continued the sentence quoted above: “A 
kocek is someone who knows mysterious things, he has a delil he talks with; if 
he falls into book (defter), he will speak tongues, he will speak languages.” 

It is not easy to describe in words what “falling into book” (defteré keftin) 
entails,*! other than that it is a state of altered consciousness.%7 Yezidis say 
that no two koceks are the same and no two defters, or “books,” are the same; 
however, the general features are similar. Some seers fall unexpectedly, others 
deliberately lie down after ritual preparations, some suffer spectacularly, oth- 
ers remain calm, but they all lose consciousness of their surroundings, and 
they all speak with the delil. What is more, they speak in a mixture of Kurdish 
and “tongues.” “Speaking tongues” (ziman axaftin) perfectly fits with what 
academic literature terms glossolalia. In the “book,” seers utter a fluent and 
rapid torrent of often rhyming syllables, which have no discernible meaning 
and do not seem to resemble any natural language (though they often mimic 
the way different languages — for example, Turkish or Chinese — sound to out- 
siders.) Just as in the case of glossolalia elsewhere, Yezidis believe that when 
seers “speak tongues,” they speak various foreign languages, such as English, 
German or Turkish (which some even claim to recognize), as well as “heav- 
enly” languages — that is, the languages of the angels. Speaking tongues is the 
proof that one is in the “book,” not just suffering from some form of mental 
breakdown (which is usually identified as jinn possession). In fact, the most 
frequent definition of defter given by Yezidis is that “falling into book means 
talking tongues.” 

When asked to explain the exact meaning of “book” in this context, most 
koceks were at pain to point out that defter did not refer to something material. 
For them, “book” signified “heavenly knowledge” (ilmi semavt), not a physical 
book. Notwithstanding, they repeatedly used the word “reading” as a synonym 
for “falling into book.” As one man explained about a kocek he admired: “He has 
book, he will fall into book, he will read, he will know where you came from.” 
Interestingly, a further detail highlights the role of the defter as an alternative 
source of bookish revelation: The word “reading” (xwandin) can be used not 
only as a synonym for “falling into book” but even for “speaking” (axaftin) in 
the expression ziman axaftin, “speaking tongues” — itself a synonym of “falling 


31 The term is also known among Yezidis from the Caucasus, where they use the form defteré 
ketin. Khanna Omarkhali, email message to author, August 2020. 

32 ‘The first two koceks I met solved the problem by simply “falling into book” and thereby 
providing a live demonstration. 
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into the book.” As a seer said: “When I am in the defter, I read a tongue (ziman 
dixwinim); nobody understands this tongue, they don’t know what language 
it is. I saw [i.e.: received heavenly knowledge; had a prophetic vision], when 
I read tongues, I saw, I mean I saw the world. It is as if a person went from this 
world to another world, as if my soul were flying.” To my query as to whether 
she was reading a “book” or “tongues,” she answered: “Tongues is always defter, 
I mean falling, reading [are the same].’°% The notion that communicating with 
the supernatural is a form of reading a book is so deeply ingrained today that 
even seers who do not “fall into book” are at pains to connect their abilities 
to reading. One (illiterate) seer, for example, stared into her palms and slowly 
moved her head as one reading a text would, while she was “looking” (nérin) for 
her clients. 

For some budding seers, the first clear sign of their spiritual calling is when 
they “fall into book.” At this stage, “falling” is a painful and frightening experi- 
ence, especially as they often have no idea what is happening. Once the seers 
realize the true cause of their sufferings and accept their fate, falling into 
book becomes more “regulated.” For most seers, from then on “falling” hap- 
pens only at fixed dates*4 — usually on the eve of Wednesday and Friday, the 
Yezidi holy days. Many seers accept visitors — that is, clients — to come and 
witness their “book” and listen to what the delil has to say. Such diwans,° as 
these séances are called, can become important socio-religious events in the 
villages. All diwans I witnessed were attended by at least half a dozen people, 
if not more. It is the defter which makes these diwans especially attractive to 
villagers (who are often torn between curiosity and titillating fear), as it is in 
the defter that seers can really catch a deep glimpse of the other world and gain 
“heavenly knowledge.” 

As the seers say, falling into book is the same as receiving heavenly knowl- 
edge. This means that in this state the delil utters prophecies through the 
mouth of the seer. 


35 Feqra Bahar, in discussion with the author, November 2017. 

34 Some seers are able to “fall into book” at will any time, while many may “fall” when they 
are perceived to have acted against the will or command of their delil. In the latter case, 
their “book” will be heavy and cause them suffering. 

36 Tribal leaders have diwans, which refers to both their reception room and the act of 
receiving people there. In the case of seers, diwan refers to the session, often taking place 
on a regular schedule, during which the seer “falls into book” in front of other people. 
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3 The Book of Angel Fexredin 


When asked to describe the concept of the defter, many koceks (and also ordi- 
nary people) replied: “it is the defter of Angel Fexredin,”°® “they say that Angel 
Fexredin had the defter,” or even “Angel Fexredin brought the defter forth 
from his soul.” Some even referred to “falling into book” as “serving (xizmet) 
Angel Fexredin.”°’ Confusing as this explanation might sound at first, a more 
thorough examination of the role of Angel Fexredin in Yezidi religion helps 
not only to understand the connection, but also the importance of the defter in 
an oral religion with the ambition to be equal to bookish religions. 

The angel generally associated with writing and books is Angel Sheikh Sin 
(or Sheikh Hesen). Angel Sheikh Sin is mentioned by sacred texts as the “Lord 
of the Tablet and the Pens,’?® while traditional Yezidis often refer to him as 
xudané gelema zér, or “the Lord of the Golden Pen.” He is considered the author 
of the alleged Yezidi sacred book, the Cilwe.?9 In the past, among all Yezidis 
only the descendants of the human manifestation of Angel Sheikh Sin — that 
is, the members of the lineage of Adani sheikhs — were allowed to acquire the 
art of literacy, traditionally banned to all others. However, one fact that all 
people seem to agree on is that the descendants of Angel Sheikh Sin cannot 
become koceks, as they “are the possessors of the Pen” (gelemi ne). It appears 
that having received the Pen — that is the art of actual writing and reading (and 
presumably a sacred book along with it) — excludes Adani sheikhs from having 
the defter, the “book” of oral revelation, as well. These two, the physical, writ- 
ten book and the “oral book” of direct revelation are mutually exclusive rather 
than complementary. 

So if not Angel Sheikh Sin, why Angel Fexredin? The primary and best-known 
association of Angel Fexredin is with the moon. Several of my informants (both 
koceks and their clients) justified the link between Fexredin and the defter with 
Angel Fexredin’s position as the ruler of the moon (or even his identification 
with the moon) and the belief that the moon, especially the new moon, may 


36 Fexredin, one of the Seven Great Angels, who became incarnated in human form as a xas 
(holy being) and in this human form begot children from whom the Fexredin sheikhly 
lineage is descended; Angel Fexredin therefore is the eponym of this lineage of Yezidi 
sheikhs. Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, 103. 

37 The act of falling into book, especially when it happens as a part of the “regular schedule” 
on the eve of holy days, is often called “service/serving” (xizmet/xilmet), a word that is 
otherwise used (in religious contexts) for those who go and “serve” in Lalish — that is, 
those who help to keep the Yezidis’ sacred valley clean, collect firewood, harvest the olive 
grove for making sacred olive oil, or perform other services. 

38 Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, 105. 

76 See footnote 8. 
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cause a mysterious sickness (kéma heyvé). This explanation, however, is not 
very convincing.?° It is another function of Fexredin, less known to ordinary 
Yezidis not familiar with the sacred texts, that may lie behind this puzzling 
phenomenon, one which takes us straight back to the problem of divine rev- 
elation in an oral religion surrounded by bookish religions. As discussed above, 
Yezidis possess gewls, or hymns, which are considered the divine words of 
religious knowledge equal to the sacred writs of other religions. According to 
tradition, the primary receiver of revelation in the form of hymns was Angel 
Fexredin (or his earthly manifestation). Sheikh Deshti, whose argument to the 
Yezidi youth about gewls being no different from the sacred books of other reli- 
gions has been quoted above, added the following to his statement:*! “These 
gewls were revealed to the xas, eleven thousand gewls came to Angel Fexredin 
from God,* from His knowledge, I mean, divine knowledge was sent down to 
earth.... They are true religious knowledge | i/m], religious knowledge with God 
as its source. It is divine knowledge, which came to Angel Fexredin during the 
time of Sheikh Adi.’43 Even more remarkable is the account of another elderly 
religious expert, Pir Heci: “Where did the gewls come from? Angel Gabriel told 
them to Angel Fexredin. Fexredin told them to his children. They cannot be 
written down by pen.”** The last statement makes it clear that if Angel Sheikh 
Sin (and his descendants) are associated with the pen and writing (and written 
sacred books), Fexredin can be said to be his literal opposite. His revelation of 
the hymns is traditionally tied to a strictly commanded orality (even if the ban 
on writing down hymns has lately been lifted.) This may help to explain why 
those who “fall into defter” fall into the “defter of Fexredin.” The source of the 
oral revelation they receive is no different from the very source of the gewls, 
which were revealed as sacred foundational texts, albeit unwritten ones. This 
makes koceks and their “book” a source of divine revelation. This oral “book” 


40 Especially as kéma heyvé primarily affects small children and causes physical ailments, 
not mental ones. 

41 Sheikh Deshti, videotaped private interview posted to the Facebook group “Milete Ezidi 
@ O-@ Dine Sherfedin 8 Zimane Ezdiki bernede*®” (https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 
49124.0771036644), mp4 video, 10:29 at 30 fps, 400 x 226, downloaded 8 August 2019 (video 
not available online anymore). 

42  Heci writes that some say eleven thousand, others say one thousand two hundred. He 
also adds that other xas and even “dervish” (men of religion) received further gewls. Heci, 
Baweri ti Mitologiya Ezidiyan, 199-200. 

43 Sheikh Adiis the central figure of Yezidi mythology. He is seen as a historical Yezidi leader, 
who at the same time is identified with the Peacock Angel and Sultan Ezi (God). See Spat, 
Late Antique Motifs, 14-16. 

A4 Pir Heci of Mahat, interview by the author, September 2006. 
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is in no way inferior to written sacred books — or even superior, given the con- 
tinuous nature of the revelation. 


4 Seers, Divination, and Prognostication 


With the help of their supernatural guides, koceks are believed (and claim) to 
be capable of seeing both the past and the future. Much of the work of kogeks 
concentrates on everyday problems: sickness and physical ailments, infertility, 
family feuds, questions about marriage and potential marriage partners, and 
business ventures. Some of the problems that Yezidis take to the seers even 
reflect the changes Yezidi society has been undergoing: lack of success at or 
fear of school exams, romantic problems of young people,*° and, most impor- 
tant of all, the potential success of undertaking illegal (kacak) travel to the West 
or helping those family members who have been arrested somewhere on their 
way. Healing and divining cannot be separated from each other in this context, 
and neither would the koceks and their clients see them as separate categories. 
For them, all these come under the concept of “looking,” which involves all 
three tenses: past, present and future. Someone’s ill luck may be rooted in a 
past infraction against a holy being or in the black magic performed by a rival. 
The seer gives advice as to which shrine should be made a pilgrimage to or how 
to deal practically with troublesome relatives. And for risky ventures, such as 
“going kacak” to Europe, the kocek must see some of what the future holds. 

Of special interest here, however, are the seers’ prognostications or prophe- 
cies concerning the future of the community, of the region, or even of mankind 
in general. The ability to prophesize — that is, to foretell the distant future — is 
one of the marks of “true” koceks. When people recall the famous koceks of the 
past, they usually mention two abilities: (1) transforming objects and conjur- 
ing up hadima (sacred metal objects of heavenly origin)*® and (2) foretelling 
future events. People recount how Kocek Birim, the most famous of koceks,*“ 
who lived hundreds of years ago, foresaw iron flying in the air (i.e., airplanes), 


45 Talking about one’s romantic interest in a member of the opposite sex to anybody but 
one’s nearest friends would have been unthinkable even in the early 2000s. However, 
much has changed in this respect, and liking someone or having a (Platonic) “girlfriend” 
or “boyfriend” has become socially more acceptable in the last decade. The advice koceks, 
especially female fegras, give is usually based on common sense, resembling the advice in 
“Agony Aunt” columns of Western magazines. 

46 Such hadimas (usually small metal rings) are usually found in the possession of priestly 
lineages, symbolizing and giving proof of the lineage’s priestly power. Seers also receive 
hadimas from their delil, subtly demonstrating that they are on par with the priestly 
castes. Spat, “Gifts from the Sky,” 228-29. 

47 Educated Yezidis compared him to Nostradamus. 
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satellite dishes, the Iraq-Iran war, as well as the role of Russia in modern times. 
More recent examples include Kocek Said (still recalled personally by older 
Yezidis), who foretold in the 1950s the war between Kurds and the Baghdad 
government, the Iraq-Iran war, the Kuwait war and the subsequent war with 
the US, the war of 2003, and the uprisings of the Arab spring.*® Several people 
claimed that Kocek Said foresaw that the small village of Shariya, consisting of 
ten houses and wheat fields at the time, would grow into a huge settlement 
of thousand houses (as it did in the mid-1980s, when seven Yezidi villages 
were moved there from the mountains as a part of the forced collectivization 
conducted by the Ba’ath regime). A woman, speaking of the seers of her child- 
hood, recalled how forty years previously a kocek visited their house and told 
them not only about the Iraq-Iran war, but also about how girls were going to 
wear pants instead of skirts as well as small tops and the color blue.*9 Such 
recollections of past prognostications of kogeks abound, even from people who 
otherwise claim not to believe in seers. Of course, as many are at pain to point 
out, the prophecies of true koceks are based on a “heavenly calendar,” that is, 
no one can know when they will come true, but they will come true at one 
point all the same. This leaves plenty of room for interpretation. For example, 
in 2012 one man quoted the words of Kocek Said about “Rome sitting in the 
throne of Egypt.” According to him, as history has eventually proven, Rome was 
President Obama, and the prophecy referred to his role in the fall of Mubarak 
and his regime. 

Given the importance attributed to seer’s ability to foresee future events, 
the question arises: What about their apparent failure to warn the community 
about the Isis attack in August 2014? Some Yezidis (with an ambiguous atti- 
tude toward koceks) claimed that the belief in kogeks had generally declined, 
as they had failed to see the imminent danger. To these accusations, all koceks 
I have met countered that they had warned people, even government officials, 
but that these had failed to heed them, to their own detriment. Several people 
confirmed these statements (often while expressing doubt about koceks at the 
same time). For example, people mentioned various Sinjari seers who had told 
people: “You will not celebrate the Feast of the Forty at home this year.”°° One 
family, who suffered heavy losses at the hand of Is1s and complained how 


48  Ireceived this description in 20n, before the rise of IsIs. 

49 Girls still wore long skirts and sleeves during my first visit in the early 2000s, while the 
color blue has traditionally been a taboo for Yezidis. This all changed in less than a decade 
after the fall of the Saddam regime and the opening up of Iraq, and wearing tight blue 
jeans and other items of Western fashion became the norm for both girls and boys. 

50 This is the feast at the end of a forty-day fast period in summer. While the fast is observed 
by only the most pious, all celebrate its ending. The Isis attack happened on the day of 
the holiday. 
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koceks had failed to warn the community, then immediately recalled a female 
seer from the Sinjari village of Duguri, who had passed away a few years before 
and had allegedly told people before she died: “Don’t build yourself villas, don’t 
build yourself houses, just buy yourselves guns, and get bullets for the guns.” 
In retrospect they were sure that she had known ISIS was coming. A female 
seer, Feqra Bahar,*! whose activity was quite in demand before 2014, no longer 
“looked” for people when I met her again in 2017. As reason, she claimed that 
she had foretold what was going to happen, but people just laughed at her. 
Offended, she was no longer willing to “look” for them. Her relative hurried 
to confirm her words, recalling: “That time when you ‘fell’ in my house, you 
said that blood will flow on the Sinjar mountain, a thousand times you said 
this.” Certainly, as shall be seen below, the visions of seers often involve dire 
apocalyptic warnings about destruction and massacres, therefore such claims 
of prophecy can justifiably be made. 

Whatever the truth of the matter, 3 August did in fact not lead to a lasting 
decline in the social prestige of koceks. In the refugee camps all over Kurdistan, 
destitute refugees, trying to pick up the pieces of their lives, hoping to find 
their missing relatives, or just suffering from unexplainable malaises, flocked 
to koceks in droves. Admittedly, these may not have been the same koceks they 
saw at home, but new, often local ones. The most likely explanation for this 
is not a loss of trust in their old seers, but the wholescale displacement and 
dispersion of the community. Villages and families were settled in different 
camps and settlements all over the Kurdistan Region (with many people leav- 
ing for Europe), which caused a serious disruption of social ties and networks. 
As people repeatedly told me when I was making enquiries about Sinjari koceks 
and where to find them, “we were dispersed, we don’t know who is where.”°? 
Instead, many refugees, who faced a plethora of problems as well as plenty of 
mental distress and its psychosomatic manifestations, sought out local seers 
or, occasionally, new Sinjari seers, who had become seers only after their flight 
from Sinjar while living in the camps. Remarkably, these new koceks, who 
themselves had been visiting local seers in Sinjar before their displacement, 
tend to follow the model of the Welati seers: They have de/ils, rather than jinn, 
and they “fall into book.” 


51 See more on her below. 
52 For more on the impact of displacement and dispersion, see Spat, “Displacement, Loss 
and Transformation.” 
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5 The defter and Apocalyptic Prophecies 


Considering the importance of prophecies for “falling into book” as a source of 
ongoing divine revelation, a sort of oral revealed book, I will describe here three 
prognostications from three seers. One was made in late 2011, just as the hopes 
of the Arab Spring were beginning to transform into chaos and civil wars; one 
in 2013, after many members of the Syrian Kurdish community just across the 
border had been forced to flee to the Kurdistan Region; and one in 2015, after 
the Isis attack on the Yezidi community. It must be emphasized that interpret- 
ing the prophesies uttered “in book” is not easy. It takes a thorough familiarity 
with Yezidi religion, its language, and its concepts to understand the many 
obscure references. Much of what was said by the seers later had to be clarified 
for me by other Yezidis, though there was much that even they were not sure 
how to interpret. Due to considerations of space I have shortened the original 
transcriptions, leaving only what I consider to be most important. 

Fegra Hunaf, a woman in her fifties, asserted that she had known she was 
a seer since the age of twelve. Her delils°? had been torturing her for years to 
“look,” but her husband forbade it, saying that they were poor, and if she started 
“looking,” people would say she was just after money. Finally, three months 
before my visit, he relented, bowing to the pressure of the delils who threat- 
ened to drive his wife crazy. Once she accepted the task of “looking,” she was 
also given the gift of the defter (she first “fell” just a few days before I met her). 
During my fieldwork trips, I visited her repeatedly, and she made prophetic 
statements on several occasions. It would be impossible to detail all of them 
in this article, so I have opted to transcribe the first prognostication I heard 
from her, in November 2011. She did not utter this prophecy while “in book,” 
but during one of our conversations. However, what she said was based on the 
information conveyed to her by her delils: 


Our world has gone all bad. There will be war among all the nations. 
There will be a war in America. There will be a war in Holland, in Britain, 
in Lebanon. A war has already started in Syria. There will be wars in 
Iran, in Turkey. All the Arab Gulf states, all foreign states will have wars. 
Twelve years this war will last. After twelve years, only six million will 
remain in Iraq. Even that six million, each one will be in a different place. 
After that, life in Iraq will be pleasant again. All the nations will come to 
Iraq from all over the world, so that they can prosper. Iraq will become 


6S She claimed to have three delils. While this is unusual, as most seers have one delil, Kocgek 
Dawtd below also claimed to have several delils. 
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a miracle. Those people you see now, not many of them will remain. 
The world is like a boat on the water, the world is drowning step by step. 
Our holy beings and angels and Prophet Jesus will come to this world, 
they will make the world pleasant again. Then Mohamed will appear. 
And he will have keramet.°+ They should not say that Mohamed had 
no keramet. He, too, had keramet. These new ones, these are not from 
Mohamed. These new ones are kafirs [infidels]. They use the name of 
Mohamed in vain, they are not acting like Mohamed. Big things will hap- 
pen. I can’t, lam going to faint, I will fall, I will fall ... 


At this point she appeared to go into trance and switched to speaking tongues 
for eight minutes, starting to cry toward the end. After regaining consciousness, 
she explained that her delils were punishing her with cor°> for telling people 
what was revealed to her about the future in the defter. All the same, she then 
began giving further details of the visions she had been given by her delfls. As 
she switched from future tense to past tense and back, it was not always clear 
what was prognostication of future calamities, and what was special knowl- 
edge of past tragedies and hidden events: 


54 
55 
56 
org 
58 


Huge events will shake the world. They say a fire will be kindled, it will 
destroy the sea in many places, it will destroy the water of the world; 
many places will be destroyed by the fire of the world. Many places 
will be destroyed by the wind of the world. They say the world is cor- 
rupted. They say the world will not last.... They say big things will happen. 
The Muslims brought a thousand Christian girls to the mountain of the 
beloved, they were buried alive. The fermans®® of the Muslims were 
always against us and the Christians.... They |i.e., the delils] say to me this 
and this will happen to this and this place and nation, but I should not 
tell it. Even the birds in the sky will not remain. The birds and the animals 
will not remain. Then the golden-eyed*’ ones will come and will make 
the world pleasant again. Only the pure souls will remain; the others 
will be gone. The holy beings and angels are now fighting in Kandahar.°® 


“miraculous power; ability to perform miracles,” a charismatic gift from God. See above. 
“suffering,” see above. 

Literally “edict.” Yezidis use this word in the sense of attack, pogrom against them. 

Holy beings. 

Many Yezidis are convinced that the Yezidi fegirs, a special group within the community, 
originally came from the region of Kandahar (once a Sufi center), and some still live there. 
Fegqra Hunaf also talked about the connection between Kandahar and Yezidis, claiming 
that the (Sufi) fakirs of Kandahar came from Lalish, the sacred valley of Yezidis. Kandahar 
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Tragedies will befall the world, not alone us, all the world. There will be 
fermans on all four corners of the world. One day, the sea will rise in a 
great deluge. The earth will be like a sea, and after that everything will 
be nice again. If people knew everything, they would not create families; 
fermans will arise from all four corners; no one knows, who will perish, 
who will survive. At that time, all the holy beings and angels will come 
together to go on pilgrimage to Lalish; Jesus and the prophets will come; 
Mohamed will come.°? Everything on the earth will be in the hand of the 
angels. Two hundred of our Yezidi xas are now in Iran and are preparing 
war. Miryam [Mary] is now in London, her pure soul is in London, and 
she is creating those planes [which will bring the angels]. The world is 
gone, it is finished. We are all in the hands of God. 


Her prognostication mirrors the formative experience of Iraqis, who have lived 
through a string of political upheavals in the course of the last century, and 
especially of Yezidis (and other religious minorities) whose communal identity 
is based on the memory of centuries of repeated attacks and persecution. The 
rise of extreme Islamist groups in post-Saddam Iraq, some of which specifi- 
cally targeted Yezidis, also deeply worried the community. Feqra Hunaf herself 
made these prophecies in December 2011, just shortly after a mob started 
attacking and burning (Yezidi- and Christian-run) liquor shops and restau- 
rants that were selling alcoholic drinks in several towns of the northern part 
of Kurdistan.©° Although the authorities reacted quickly and forcefully, the 
Yezidi community remained visibly shaken. Her words about Mohamed as a 
real prophet (a notion that many Yezidis today reject) may sound strange in 
this context. However, in this case, stating that Mohamed was a real prophet®! 
merely served to emphasize the next statement: those Islamists who call them- 
selves Muslims today are not the followers of Mohamed, that is, of any real 


is also mentioned in some Yezidi hymns. In my experience, the frequent coverage of 
Afghanistan in the local and international (Kurdish and Arabic) Tv stations watched by 
Yezidis has reinforced the connection to Kandahar for many Yezidis, who would pick up 
on any mention of the region on TV. 

59 Here she continued to talk about supernatural weapons that the beings of the heavenly 
world were preparing, about a secret weapon that will be hidden in television sets, and 
about the airplanes the holy beings will get on. 

60 Who exactly instigated the violence, and for what reason and purpose, is still unclear. The 
official narrative focused on the preaching of some extremist mullahs, but there are some 
who suspect that machinations by political parties were behind the events. 

61 While many Yezidis today reject Mohamed as a prophet, some traditional Yezidis have 
expressed the view that Mohamed had been a real prophet, but that after his death his 
place was taken by an impostor. 
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prophet; rather, they are kafirs. The prophesy also follows the dramatic struc- 
ture of traditional Yezidi visions of the end of the world: an apocalyptic war 
between the forces of good and evil will end with the victory of the former, and 
all the just souls will be rewarded. Many prophecies uttered while “in defter” 
adopt the same tone, as shall be seen, consisting of a string of prophecies of 
doom and ending with the promise of a positive outcome for the righteous 
(i.e., for the Yezidis.) 

Feqra Bahar’s vision of the Syrian war, which she recounted in November 
of 2013 but allegedly had seen before the war started, is quite different in the 
details and also more personal, though its overall tone, including an impend- 
ing apocalypse and the punishment of the bad (i.e., the enemies of the Yezidis) 
is similar. Feqra Bahar, who was in her early forties at the time, is a regional 
anomaly. She was from Sinjar, but she had a de/él rather than a jinn, and she “fell 
into book” exactly like Welati koceks. This may be explained by the fact that her 
older sisters had been married in a village in the Kurdistan Region and that, as a 
child, she had spent much time with them. There she had met the local kogeks, 
who back then were still an everyday phenomenon of Yezidi village life. Feqra 
Bahar claimed she first knew she was a kocek at age seven, when she received 
her hadima as a gift (xelat) from heaven and then started “looking” for people. 
However, her father, afraid of Saddam, whose regime was very much opposed 
to such activities, insisted that his daughter give up being a seer.® As a result, 
her kerem and delil left her. She was then married, much against her will, to 
her cousin and spent the next years bringing up children and working in the 
fields as a hired hand. After a time, her de/é/ returned and started torturing 
her to make her “look” again. Her husband was opposed, partly out of fear of 
the authorities, partly because koceks are supposed to live a celibate lifestyle.® 
After years of fighting with her husband and being tortured by her de/il, the 
impasse was finally solved when the de/il threatened her husband.® At long 
last, and after Saddam was gone, Fegra Bahar could “sit down” and “look” for 
people, as well as publicly “fall into book” at her diwan.®° Feqra Bahar not only 
foresaw ISIS (as recounted above) but also had a premonitory dream of the 
war in Syria. In retrospect, her vision, as recounted in late 2013, might also be 
interpreted to refer to the calamities awaiting the Iragi Yezidi community later 
(though at the time she did not interpret the vision in this way). 


62  Fegra Bahar claimed that Saddam had sent a message that he wanted to see her, which 
scared her father. 

63 ‘This ideal is not always observed today. 

64 The husband confirmed this but refused to talk about the details. 

65 See above for diwan in the sense of a séance-like meeting where seers “fall into book” in 
front of others. 
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I [fore|saw the Syrian war three years before it started. I saw three 
knights,°® three horses, they came from the sky, they threw up a great 
dust storm. All was dust, the world became dark, nobody could see any- 
body. It was a narrow road. I was standing at its end. [A voice] said, come! 
Come, take water [to them]. Come, this water we gave you, take this 
water, take it to the Yezidis of Syria, get it to the Yezidis of Syria. I saw that 
one of them brought water for the Yezidis of Syria, in a jug, like the one 
they used to milk the sheep, a pitcher of milk. I saw a woman in a ruined 
house, all of Syria was ruined, this woman in black clothes®’ was standing 
among the Arabs. She called out to me, she said, come here, where are 
you going? She said, are not you the Yezidi woman? She said, you fell into 
book? I said, yes. God gave you keramet? I said, yes. She said, for the sake 
of God, Yezidis should not have eaten from the figs of Arabs. 

She said, do you know, you came so that you can take water to the 
Yezidis. And she said, I am the Fortune [Saud] of Yezidis. I said, why is 
your clothing black? She said, some other people [nations |°? have put on 
me these black clothes. I said, why, what does it mean? She said, look at 
this place, all the nations are [like] figs. Some figs belonged to the Yezidis, 
some to the Arabs, but they ate it together. I had to put on black because 
of the people. She said, get up, get out from among the Arabs. She said, 
take me to Dérok,’”° help me reach there and I will not ask for anything 
else. If I reach Dérok, from there I will see the whole earth, I will see if 
they are hurting Yezidis. I said, but what happened with Syria? She said, it 
is wrath, it is fury, the knights on horseback came down from the sky. She 
said, it is wrath, dust and destruction. And I took this woman out from 
among the Arabs, and I took her to Dérok. 


When Yezidis encounter holy beings (angels) in dreams or visions, those often appear in 
the form of knights on horseback. 

Sinjari Yezidis traditionally wore white clothes. Black outer clothes are typical of Arab 
women. 

As others explained, this meant that Yezidis should not mix with Arabs. Injunctions 
against mixing with non-Yezidis, especially Muslims, is a frequent feature of the moral 
instructions sent down by delils in the course of the defter. Sinjar is famous for its figs, 
which have traditionally been a basic staple there. 

Millet may have multiple (interrelated) meanings here. In the late Ottoman Empire 
millets were the officially accepted religious communities who enjoyed certain legal 
rights. Eventually, with the introduction of the modern European concepts of nation 
(and nation states), millet evolved to mean “ethnic group” and then “nation.” Most Yezidis 
speak of themselves as a millet, though there are differing opinions as to whether this 
means a religious community or a nation. 

It was unclear to those present which village she was referring to. 
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I said, forgive me, why are you wearing the clothing of Arabs? She lifted 
it and said, here is my tog,“! I am a Yezidi. I am the Fortune of Yezidis. But 
Iam a captive. I said, I promise not to leave you imprisoned. Come, I will 
take you to Dérok. And I took the water to the Yezidis of Syria, but I could 
not reach all of them. Some were gone, others fell on bad luck, but I gave 
water to some. I said, the water is for you. You will see some suffering, but 
your suffering will be light and will soon be over.” 

After (Yezidi) New Year, three years ago, I again “fell” in the spring. 
I “fell,” it was spring. I saw like, like a shadow, it was huge and the whole 
earth shook, it was shaking and shaking, I said “God protect me, protect 
me!” [A voice] said, draw back, draw back. I said, who is this. It said, it is 
the Peacock Angel. It said, the Peacock Angel has come, so I swear. The 
earth shook. It said, the lands that shook, learn how much Yezidi blood 
has been spilled on those lands. It said, no land remains on which Yezidi 
blood has not been spilled. It has caused us suffering. Then a voice said, 
come, receive your punishment for causing us pain.’* Then I saw light- 
ning strike the earth. I asked, what happened? It said, the Peacock Angel, 
the Peacock Angel, oh Lord, protect us.... | mean, the Peacock Angel and 
Jesus’* came together. It said, Jesus and the Peacock Angel are together. 
They were one, but they had two heads. I did not see it, I did not see their 
body, but I saw as if a shadow rose and came, I saw the two heads. And by 
God, I saw that not many humans remained, I mean they did not survive. 
Not many humans remained before my eyes. Those who remained, they 
were defeated.”° 


Traditionally, all Yezidis must wear a special undershirt with a round opening, called tog 
(or girévan). Conservative Yezidis still consider wearing the tog a religious duty. 

As of 2013, the Yezidis of Syria had not yet been much affected by the civil war, though 
some had fled to the Kurdistan Region, mainly due to economic problems and the collapse 
of infrastructure in Syria. The situation changed later, following the Turkish occupation 
of the Afrin region in 2018 and the attack on Rojava in the winter of 2019—2020, both of 
which seriously affected the Syrian Yezidi community. 

The subject of this sentence was not clear. 

The figure of Jesus is associated with the final apocalyptic times in Yezidi mythology. 
See Lescot, Enquéte sur les Yézidis, 65-66; and Kreyenbroek and Rashow, God and Sheikh 
Adi, 366. 

At this point, one of the men present, perhaps bored with the feqra’s vision, perhaps mis- 
understanding its meaning, started talking about the Armenian genocide of 1915, how 
Yezidis hid Armenians, and how then Turks started killing Yezidis as well, cutting off fur- 
ther discussion of the seer’s vision. 
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Finally, I will describe a prognostication that I heard Kocek Dawtd utter 
while he was in defter in April 2015, eight months after the IsIs attack on the 
Sinjari Yezidi community. As a male, Kocek Dawiad represents a minority, as 
these days most seers are female (though the famous seers of the past who 
are still remembered are almost exclusively male). He first felt the presence 
of his delil in 2008, but he “fell into book” only years later and was given the 
permission to “sit down” and “look” for clients only at the Yezidi New Year (in 
mid-April) in 2014. Just like other seers, he also claimed to have foreseen IsIs. 

Kocek Dawtd was one of those seers who had a diwan, that is, he regularly 
welcomed the faithful on the eve of Wednesdays, the holy day of Yezidis, to wit- 
ness as he “fell into book.” Some people come to such diwans because they have 
specific questions that they hope the delil is going to answer in the defter.”© 
Other people come drawn by feelings of piety and awe (as well as curiosity), 
eager to witness direct communication with the supernatural and to hear the 
moral instructions and prophetic statements uttered by the seer. The diwan of 
Kocek Dawid was certainly popular. He had at least twenty-five guests of both 
genders filling two adjacent rooms, seated in rows on the floor. His defter, or, as 
he preferred to call it, xizmet (service), was rather dramatic. He did not merely 
talk in tongues and prophesized in Kurdish, he was also alternating between 
screaming, crying, fighting with an invisible being, throwing his body around, 
kicking with his feet, ululating, all of which seemed to deeply impress, even 
scare his audience. Prior to “falling,” he covered himself with his old-fashioned 
cape, and there were times when strange bird-like chirping sounds ema- 
nated from under the cape, at another time a red spot of light shone through 
the material.”” 

Transcribing Kocek Dawitd’s prognostication, or rather the prophecy 
uttered by his delil, is far more difficult than recording the visions of the two 
seers above, who related their recollections of what had been revealed to them. 
They did so in Kurdish, and while their narratives may be considered “stac- 
cato,” they still had a certain structure. In the case of Kogek Dawdd, I witnessed 
his “book” myself, which lasted fifty minutes. It was a mixture of glossolalia 
or “tongues,” invocations to various Yezidi holy beings, episodes of cor, and 
snatches of prophetic utterances in Kurdish. Here I shall concentrate on the 


76 According to seers, some questions are “of the defter,” that is, they can be put to the delil 
when they “fall into book.” For other questions, it is enough to merely “look.” 

77 Previously, people had told me that during defter green and red light rays shone from 
his eyes, but the light I saw came from the height of his lap, as he was sitting under his 
covering. 
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most salient points of the latter (which my Yezidi friends helped me to inter- 
pret to the best of their knowledge).” 

Just like the previous seers, Kogek Dawitd spoke of a coming apocalyptical 
event to be fought by the holy beings (xas) or supernatural entities (batiné), the 
punishment of sins, and the demise of Islam. It is worth noting that although 
the diwan took place less than a year after the IsIs attack, with the trauma still 
fresh, the defter made no direct reference to Isis. Instead, it employed images 
that people familiar with the Yezidi world could still connect to the recent 
events. The most interesting one was the repeated reference to the “ascent of 
the shrine’? of Serfedin.” Serfedin is one of the xas, or holy beings, of Yezidi 
mythology. He was a descendant of Sheikh Hesen, the human incarnation 
of Angel Sheikh Sin, one of the Seven Great Angels. Yezidi tradition consid- 
ers Serfedin the Mahdi or Redeemer®? and holds that at the end of times 
Serfedin will lead the army of the righteous which will defeat the powers of 
evil.®! The figure of Serfedin enjoys special reverence in Sinjar (where he is 
believed to have lived), and his shrine on the northern side of the mountain 
is the most important shrine of Sinjar. After August 2014, the importance of the 
shrine of Serfedin reached new, mystical proportions. It was here, at the foot 
of the mountain, where local Yezidi resistance to ISIS was first organized, led 
by the legendary Qasim Shesho, the “Lion of Sinjar,” and his nephew, Haydar 
Shesho, who succeeded in defending the shrine from IsIs against all odds. 
Eventually the shrine of Serfedin became not only the focus of Yezidi resis- 
tance to ISsIs, but also its symbol. Accounts of various miracles at the shrine 
circulated among Yezidis, from the factual®2 to the mythical.?3 No wonder that 
the audience, listening in awed silence, immediately broke out in enthusiastic 
ululating, when in the middle of his “book” Kocek Dawitd started shouting “Ya 
Serfedin, Ya Serfedin.” 


78 Interpreting the words of the kocek caused difficulties even to the most experienced 
among them (an elderly and very pious man), but this was considered natural. 

79 “Shrine” here does not merely refer to a structure but to the place where the presence 
and/or power of Serfedin resides. 

80. Kreyenbroek, God and Sheikh Adi, 364; Lescot, Enquete sur les Yézidis, 65—66. 

81 In the understanding of Yezidis today, this refers to Islam. Kreyenbroek, God and Sheikh 
Adi, 368, 372. 

82 For example, an Isis tank (or even several tanks) approaching the defenders of Serfedin 
miraculously blew up for no apparent reason, according to the account of the defenders. 
I am grateful to Benjamin RafS$bach, PhD student at Leipzig University, for providing this 
information in a series of personal and email conversations in 2019—2020. 

83 There were, for example, accounts of a mysterious light shining forth from the shrine. 
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Angel Fexredin, if you grant me defter, you do a sacred thing. Oh delil 
of Angel Fehkredin, this is the place of Angel Fexredin, oh Angel Fexredin, 
give voice to the delil.... This is the book |destur] of God, the book of God 
is the defter of Angel Fexredin.... Mashallah, the delil went to Serfedin, this is 
the place of Serfedin.... These are the delils of Angel Fexredin, they have 
come.... This is homage before the place [or: presence]| of Serfedin [the 
place where Serfedin’s power resides |. Mashallah in the name of Serfedin, 
this is his blessing | barakat].... Mashallah in the name of Mir Sicadin,®* he 
came from the West, he is a soldier [of God], his dress is green. Mashallah 
in the name of Sultan Ezi,85 Sultan Ezi appeared, he came, he came from 
the Red Sea, he is a soldier, his dress is white, he will bring killing and 
blood, he has no tog, no moustache, no girévan.?© Mashallah in the name 
of Xattina Feqra,®’ XatGna Feqra appeared, she came, she will bring kill- 
ing and blood, her legs and arms are naked.®® ... She will destroy twenty 
regions | or: lineages], she will make twenty regions bound to religion. But 
Xattina Feqra is a virgin!®? Oh mercy, we are innocent. What happened in 
Turkey? It descended into killing and blood. 

Mashallah in the name of Azrail, Azrail is in Iran, Mashallah he is a 
black-eyed one.?° I live in fear until the black-eyed ones come, the black- 
eyed ones will inundate the world, before Azrail comes.... Mashallah 
in the name of Russia, what happened? The road of the Peacock Angel 
is sweet. Oh mercy, we are innocent.... The water of the White Spring, 
the water of Zemzem*! has turned to blood. The shrine [or: power] of 
Serfedin ascended, he will diminish Islam, ya Mashallah, Serfedin will 


One of the Seven Great Angels and a holy being of Yezidi history. 

The symbol of Yezidi faith. Hymns seem to identify him with God. See Kreyenbroek, 
Yezidism, 95-96. 

Wearing a moustache, as well as the tog/girévan is a religious prescription for Yezidis. It 
is not quite clear why a Yezidi holy being would be without these, but my friends thought 
the text may have referred to the fact that many young men had given up these traditions. 
Some believe that the coming of Isis was a divine punishment for the impiety of today’s 
generation. 

A female holy being. 

That is, she is not dressed as she should be. Again, some thought this may refer to Yezidi 
girls no longer dressing properly and wearing pantaloons and leggings. 

This caused some consternation, as Xattiina Feqra had seven sons and is the patroness of 
childbirth. 

The expression “black-eyed” was interpreted by the elderly, pious man helping me deci- 
pher the words of the kocek as referring to “the soldiers of God, supernatural beings 
(batini), the xas.” 

The two sacred springs in the holy valley of Lalish. However, Yezidis believe that both 
springs also flow in Mecca, which they contend was a Yezidi sacred space (along with 
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bring judgement.... Mashallah in the name of Mekka and Medina,” the 
water of the White Spring and Zemzem will turn into red blood. Before 
they bring the news, I wish a hundred times that we live to see that day. 

Mashallah in the name of Séx Sems,’? this is the sur [divine essence] 
of Séx Sems, it was hidden before it came to power. And it was beauti- 
fied and placed above the place of Serfedin, on the building of Serfedin. 
It has all the colors, it is green and red and white and gold and blue and 
orange. It is the yeast of divine blessing, it will lead the world. The unity 
of the nation (millet) came, the Fortune of the nation came, the Fate of 
our homeland came. Father Selman9* came down from the Mountain 
of Power. The servants appeared and came.%° ... Oh Peacock Angel of the 
sweet name, You are the guide, You are the King of the Seven Angels, You 
are the Angel of the Fourteen Layers.2© Oh Peacock Angel of the sweet 
name, may your hand be above your people (mitllet).9” 


6 Conclusion 


“Falling into book,” as a form of an altered state of consciousness practiced by 
Yezidi seers, is not merely a method of prognostication. While its importance 
as a source of prognosticating the future (and of quotidian divination) cannot 
be denied, its socio-religious relevance cuts much deeper than that: it provides 
Yezidis with a “book,” the ultimate symbol and proof of genuine divine revela- 
tion in the Middle East. Yezidis may not have a book in the physical sense of 
the word, either because they possess an oral revelation (the gewls), or because 
their book was hidden, destroyed, or stolen. However, they still have a “book,” 
one that is invisible but constantly accessible to the seers, who act as inter- 
mediaries between the human and the spiritual world. The “book” of a Yezidi 
seer, or maybe more precisely the “book of Angel Fexredin,” stands in lieu of 
and equal to the sacred writs of revealed religions, even if it does not have 


Medina) before the emergence of Islam. My acquaintances thought the words referred to 
the springs in Mecca and signified the looming demise of Islam. 

92  ~=As originally Yezidi sacred places. 

93 One of the Seven Angels, and a very important holy being, identified with the sun. 

94 7 Father Selman was a well-known kocek of the mid-twentieth century. 

95 “Servants” here refers to the koceks. There followed a long list of the famous koceks of the 
past who were returning to fight in the coming battle. 

96 Seven layers of heaven, seven layers of earth. 

97. +The “book” ended with a list of praise for holy beings. 
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a tangible physical manifestation. As a seer said, trying to explain his defter: 
“I talk with someone who can't be seen. What does this mean? It means our 
religion is heavenly, it is from the spiritual world (batini).” Other seers added: 
“Defter is nothing else but ‘heavenly knowledge.” Through koceks and their 
“book,” Yezidis have the same access to the source of divine revelation than 
Muslims, Jews or Christians. In fact, one may say that they have even better 
access, as the “book of Fexredin” provides a constant and continuous source of 
revelation, unfinished and unbound, unlike the books of the bookish religions. 
As such, this “book” is able to address the novel problems, fears, and experi- 
ences of a community that is facing rapid social transformation as well as the 
existential threat represented by the rise of religious extremism and civil wars 
in their region. 
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